Summary
A framework agreement on climate change was signed by 154 nations in Rio de Janeiro during the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), June 3 to 14, 1992. The convention came into effect on March 21, 1994 when more than 50 nations ratified the agreement.
The carefully chosen but often contorted language in the convention was the end result of more than two years of intense international negotiations and debate between the U.S, and European Community (E.C.) countries on approaches and commitments toward stabilizing greenhouse gases, and between developed and developing countries on overall responsibilities and commitments, technical assistance and financial support to implement the agreement.
The Convention set as its ultimate objective achieving "stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system." The more immediate goal was to return global greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by the end of the century. Major provisions of the Convention include:
-preparing national reports on how to reduce emissions and/or expand carbon sinks, -providing financial and technical assistance to developing countries for inventories of greenhouse gas emissions, -continuing scientific and economic analyses with options to revise the Agreement based on new scientific information, and -promoting peer review of developed countries national plans.
Political actions taken to address global warming rest on scientific evidence influenced largely by results of numerical climate modeling. The United States, beginning in the late 1960's led scientific efforts in numerical atmospheric modeling. The results of climate modeling experiments combined with a better understanding of the radiative properties of greenhouse gases and empirical climate data led to the conclusion that man-induced climate change was a potentially serious global risk.
The recognition of global warming as a national policy issue evolved slowly in the United States. In the late 1960's and early 1970's policy attention was focused on the causes and impacts of climatic variations. Drought in sub-Sahara Africa from 1968 to 1972 caused widespread human suffering. In 1972, as international relief efforts gathered momentum, drought also reduced grain production in the Soviet Union, China, Eastern Europe, and Latin America. Grain prices increased dramatically worldwide, which stressed food-importing countries and hampered the African relief efforts.
In 1976, record breaking cold winters in the U.S. and Europe had major economic consequences. In the U.S. alone, direct losses attributed to the severe winter of 1976 were estimated by the Department of Commerce at over $36 billion.
While attempts to organize a U.S. national climate program began under President Nixon, it was President Carter who fully recognized the importance of both climatic variation and climate change, particularly as factors to be considered in setting national energy policy. The climate issue was not a priority for his successor, although President Reagan did promote international environmental actions on protection of the ozone layer through the Vienna Convention on the Protection of the Ozone Layer in 1985 and the Montreal Protocol in 1987. Negotiations of a climate convention began in 1991 during President Bush's tenure.
The United States hosted the first negotiating session and called for developing a framework climate agreement much like the Vienna Convention for the Protection of Ozone Layer. European nations wanted a more specific and binding agreement,
